Dissociated autonomic regulation during stress and physical complaints.
In order to evaluate the relevance of individual differences in the regulation of autonomic subsystems to psychosomatic processes, reactivity of the autonomic nervous system to an emotional stressor was related to the occurrence of physical complaints. In contrast to most other studies, the measures were related to the degree of actually experienced stress. In a large sample (n=111), electrodermal activity (EDA) and heart rate variability (HRV) were obtained at rest and during emotional stress. Physical complaints were assessed by a standardized symptom checklist providing subscales for different physiological systems. Subjects who were actually stressed by the stress induction procedure but showed only weak reactivity of EDA, and subjects who were only slightly stressed but showed a marked EDA response reported a high amount of gastrointestinal complaints. A greater decrease of high-frequency HRV from the rest to the stress condition was associated with reports of relatively more cardiovascular complaints. Findings indicate that the link between regulation of EDA and gastrointestinal functions has to be localized in higher brain structures and support the hypothesis that minor autonomic dysregulation may represent one pathway linking negative affect and the development of physical disorders.